Racial disparity in educational punishment by Wirtz, Elizabeth R
Modern Psychological Studies 
Volume 27 Number 1 Article 4 
November 2021 
Racial disparity in educational punishment 
Elizabeth R. Wirtz 
Whittier College, elizabeth.wirtz.20@tfacorps.org 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.utc.edu/mps 
 Part of the Psychology Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Wirtz, Elizabeth R. (2021) "Racial disparity in educational punishment," Modern Psychological Studies: Vol. 
27 : No. 1 , Article 4. 
Available at: https://scholar.utc.edu/mps/vol27/iss1/4 
This articles is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals, Magazines, and Newsletters at UTC 
Scholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in Modern Psychological Studies by an authorized editor of UTC Scholar. 
For more information, please contact scholar@utc.edu. 
DISPARITY IN PUNISHMENT                1 
 
Abstract 
There is a growing epidemic of children of color being disproportionately and inappropriately 
disciplined due to recommendations for exclusionary educational discipline practices such as 
suspension and expulsion. Throughout the literature, SES, level of ability, gender, and skin color 
were essential factors in evaluating students’ suspension risk. The most salient of these factors is 
race. Implicit bias towards darker-skinned students is the main factor for the discipline gap. This 
literature review explores the causes and rates that middle school and high school students of 
color are disproportionately recommended for suspension and expulsion and the consequences of 
racially discriminatory discipline practices. Exclusionary punishment criminalizes youth and 
leads to worse life outcomes. Expulsion and suspension lead to higher rates of youth crime in the 
community, and they are contributing factors to the school-to-prison pipeline. As zero-tolerance 
policies grow more popular for non-criminal offenses in the school setting, the circumstances 
around the behaviors leading to mandatory suspension and expulsion are no longer considered. 
Students’ involvement in the school, positive student-teacher relationships, and students’ 
individuation are critical protective factors in reducing racial bias in discipline. This literature 
synthesizes and critically analyzes the body of literature in this field. Recommendations for 
additional research regarding intersectionality between race and gender need to be funded, zero-
tolerance policies need to be abolished and school administrators dedicated to positive student 
outcomes need to be hired.  
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Racial Disparity in Educational Punishment 
 In early September 2019, two 6-year-old children of color were handcuffed, had 
mugshots taken, and were arrested for battery in Florida after a temper tantrum in their 1st-grade 
classroom (Chiu, 2019). This example has become a part of the growing epidemic of children of 
color being disproportionately and inappropriately disciplined with recommendations for 
exclusionary educational discipline, such as suspension and expulsion, at higher rates than White 
peers (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; DeMatthews, 2016). Anderson and Ritter (2017) report from the 
2014 U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights, Black students account for 44% of 
students suspended and 36% of students expelled; however, Black students make up only 15% of 
students in school. The statistics from 2014 highlight the racial gap within punishment for 
students of color. These statistics show that both the suspension gap and suspension rates for 
students of color have increased in the past 40 years. This data suggests that unless a new policy 
is implemented, expulsion rates for students of color will continue to worsen over time 
(Anderson & Ritter, 2017). 
 The use of exclusionary punishment disproportionately targets Black, Hispanic, and 
students from a low socio-economic status (SES) (DeMatthews, 2016). Exclusionary discipline 
may further damage these students’ grade point averages, an educational problem that already 
disproportionately affects students of color (Cholewa, Hull, Babcock, & Smith, 2018). 
Exclusionary discipline has also been tied to adverse life outcomes and is a significant 
component of the school-to-prison pipeline (DeMatthews, 2016). After the Gun-Free Schools 
Act of 1994 was passed, schools passed zero-tolerance policies for criminal offenses. This policy 
allowed schools to implement zero-tolerance policies for non-criminal school offenses 
(DeMatthews, 2016). Students of color are the most affected by this policy because both students 
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of color and students with disabilities are monitored more frequently for behavioral infractions 
despite any evidence that they have more behavioral problems (Morris & Perry, 2017). Increased 
vigilance for only some students has further created an unfair school space where students of 
color are targeted for their minor behavioral infractions (DeMatthews, 2016). Schools 
implemented zero-tolerance policies, which applied to all students’ major and minor behavioral 
infractions. However, not all students are monitored with the same scrutiny, so exclusionary 
discipline affects minority students at a higher rate. 
 Research has examined possible root causes of exclusionary punishment. However, no 
recent literature reviews are synthesizing the rates, causes, and outcomes of exclusionary 
punishment and including the color of the students’ skin. Students’ level of ability, family 
background, and individual school philosophy are contributors to discipline disproportionality. 
However, this literature review primarily will focus on race as a significant factor of disparity 
within punishment because race is the most salient factor throughout the literature for discipline 
disparity (Anderson & Ritter, 2017). This literature review will also examine the rates of 
exclusionary punishment for students of color and the life outcomes for students subject to 
exclusionary punishments. This literature review is necessary because colorism is the most 
dominant factor in why punishment is distributed unevenly, yet it is not often discussed.  
 It is necessary to examine the rate that students of color are given exclusionary 
punishment compared to White peers, how punishment criminalizes students in the U.S., and the 
outcomes of criminalizing punishment on students of color. This is necessary because 
exclusionary punishment is the most salient cause of the school-to-prison pipeline (Cuellar & 
Markowitz, 2015). There are many studies regarding various components of the cause and 
consequences of racial disparity within punishment. This current literature review aims to bring 
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cohesion to the most recent information regarding these topics. Criminalizing students of color in 
the school system has been directly tied to the school-to-prison pipeline and other adverse life 
outcomes (DeMatthews, 2016). Educators, school administrators, and researchers will better 
understand the harmful trends within the U.S. education system and determine necessary steps to 
remedy the racial gap in punishment. 
Race and the Punishment Gap 
 There are consistently higher rates of the youth of color receiving disproportionate 
punishment rates in American public schools. Level of ability, socioeconomic status (SES), race, 
and colorism have all been examined as possible indicators for the punishment gap (Blake, 
Keither, Luo, Le, & Salter, 2017; Gregory, Allen, Mikami, Hafen, & Pianta, 2014; Hughes, 
Warren, Stewart, Tomaskovic-Devey, & Mears, 2017). Although multiple factors have been 
examined, race appears to play the biggest role in disproportionate punishment rates (Martinez, 
McMahon, & Treger, 2016). Critical race theory (CRT) provides the framework for the analysis 
of how large institutions, such as schools, implement policies and practices about race. This 
examination suggests the discipline gap stems from differences in skin color and school 
administration viewing students of color as “the other.” 
 Critical Race Theory creates a foundation to understand the power behind race in the U.S. 
The basic principle underlying CRT is that racism is present in significant institutions, including 
the public school system. Therefore, CRT is a possible explanation for the racial differences in 
treatment and resource access that oppress minority groups (Martinez et al., 2016). Moreover, 
teachers’ perceived need to control Black students’ behavior results in a value-based judgment of 
what acceptable behavior is for a Black student. This is damaging because teachers may not 
apply the same expectations to all students. For example, teachers’ implicit bias towards students 
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of color is one of the main contributors to inappropriate discretionary decision-making, 
negatively impacting students of color (Girvan, Gion, McIntosh, & Smolkowski, 2017). Teachers 
attribute racism to the public school system. Their implicit biases impact teachers’ power to give 
punishment discretionarily. The biases impact teachers' decision-making ability to determine 
punishment neutrally. 
 Consistently, the most targeted populations for unequal school discipline are Black 
students (Blake et al., 2017; Cholewa et al., 2018; Gregory, Huang, Anyon, Greer, & Downing, 
2018; Hughes et al., 2017; Martinez et al., 2016). Some research points to African American 
males having the highest rates of unfair punishment and the highest percentage of out-of-school 
suspension (OSS) (Cholewa et al., 2018; Martinez et al., 2016). In contrast, other studies have 
found that African American females face the highest rates of disproportionate punishment 
(Blake et al., 2017; Morris & Perry, 2017). This difference in gender disparity may result from 
the type of behavioral infraction that is examined. Females are generally punished for more 
subjective behavioral choices such as dress code violations and disrespect, whereas males are 
punished for physically aggressive behavior (Martinez et al., 2016; Morris & Perry, 2017). Black 
students are found to be the most disproportionately disciplined across the literature, but there 
are gender differences that may be attributed to sexism between Black male and female students.  
Colorism, or discriminating based on how dark someone’s skin is, is a prevalent issue in 
public schools. Darker-skinned African American females have been found to experience higher 
levels of discipline than lighter-skinned peers. The darkest-skinned girls have the highest OSS 
rates despite no evidence that they have worse behavioral problems (Blake et al., 2017; Morris & 
Perry, 2017). Colorism is thought to attribute to severe discipline bias. School administrators and 
teachers may believe they have to scrutinize the behavior of Black students more critically 
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because of a need to control that student population (Morris & Perry, 2017). Consistently, 
educators punish Black females for violations of disruptive behavior and disrespect (Blake et al., 
2017). Additionally, dress code violations, cell phone use, and loitering are the most common 
offenses that Black females are accused of and punished for (Morris & Perry, 2017). However, 
disruptive behavior, loitering, and disrespect are subjective, so implicit bias and racism may be 
why Black females are punished disproportionately. Researchers have hypothesized that 
administrators feel an overwhelming need to control these cultural differences between Black 
students and administration (Blake et al., 2017). Administrators trying to rationalize their need 
for control by overly disciplining one population of students would be energy better spent on 
alternatives to exclusionary punishment. 
 An alternative to OSS is an in-school suspension (ISS) because it is considered less 
punitive and allows the student to remain on the school site yet removed from peers (Blake et al., 
2017; Cholewa et al., 2018). The use of ISS increases with increases in Black students attending 
the school (Cholewa et al., 2018; Martinez et al., 2016). Despite ISS being a less severe 
punishment, there is still a disproportionate use of ISS towards Black students and students with 
an Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) (Cholewa et al., 2018). However, in a 2018 study, the 
student risk of receiving an OSS after an ISS decreased significantly (Gregory et al., 2018). This 
finding contradicts previous beliefs that a student’s prior discipline history puts them at risk for 
continued disciplinary action (Blake et al., 2017). This nuance in the literature requires additional 
research to understand the other contributing factors for this discrepancy. 
 Consistently throughout the literature, SES has also been a significant factor that 
increased a student’s discipline risk (Khan & Slate, 2016; Morris & Perry, 2017). Enrollment in 
the free or reduced meal program at the school a student attends is how SES was measured in the 
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literature (Cholewa et al., 2018; Morris & Perry, 2017). Students in poverty were found to 
receive higher levels of OSS and ISS than their financially stable peers (Cholewa et al., 2018; 
Khan & Slate, 2016; Morris & Perry, 2017). Schools with higher student poverty rates have 
higher rates of Black students, and other minority groups enrolled at the school (Cholewa et al., 
2018). Students of color are more often receiving free or reduced-price lunches (Cholewa et al., 
2018). This creates a further divide between a White, high-performing peer not receiving a free 
or reduced meal and a student of color who qualifies for free or reduced meals.  
 In summary, the literature regarding the racial gap in educational punishment is evident; 
the rates at which certain minority groups are recommended for ISS and OSS are 
disproportionate compared to White peers (Blake et al., 2017; Cholewa et al., 2018; Gregory et 
al., 2018; Martinez et al., 2016). While various schools implement different discipline structures, 
both OSS and ISS unfairly target students of color (Cholewa et al., 2018; Martinez et al., 2016). 
Consistently, race is the most salient factor in punishment disparity. Black students and students 
receiving free or reduced meals at the school are recommended for punishment at higher rates 
than their White peers who do not receive free or reduced lunches. Researchers should explore 
the intersection between gender and race to understand how sexism towards dark-skinned 
females in the school system impacts the decision-making processes of school staff when 
assigning punishment.  
Criminalizing Disciplinary Practices 
 As noted above, OSS is used to remove a student with perceived unacceptable school 
behavior from the school setting (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). The zero-tolerance policy 
initially created with the Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 was the initial push to have a one-year 
mandatory expulsion of a student from a school if a student brought a firearm to campus. 
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However, schools began to utilize zero-tolerance policies for non-criminal offenses, creating 
mandatory suspension and expulsion sentences for fighting, swearing, and even disrespect 
(Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015; Gagnon, Gurel, & Barber, 2017; Heilbrun, Cornell, & Lovegrove, 
2015).  
When implementing zero-tolerance policies for non-criminal offenses with OSS, school 
administrators push educational problems into the community, which then exacerbates the 
school-to-prison pipeline (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). In extreme cases, school officials may 
refer students to law enforcement instead of punishing the student through the school system 
(Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). Referring a student to law enforcement is the most direct pathway 
in the school-to-prison pipeline. This is the most direct form of the school-to-prison pipeline 
because the school system creates a relationship between a student and law enforcement. This 
interaction with law enforcement is often a student’s first interaction with the juvenile justice 
system (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). In this example, school administrators have successfully 
chosen a student to criminalize instead of creating a space for restorative practice in the school. 
 There are several ways school leaders create school systems that resemble a state of 
policing students than they do a place for education. The most common security measures 
schools use are “(a) metal detectors at the school entrance, (b) random metal detector checks on 
students, (c) drug testing, (d) random sweeps for contraband, (e) security cameras, (f) police or 
security guards during school hours, (g) random dog sniffs for drugs” (Finn & Servoss, 2014 p. 
9). These methods quickly escalate from school security to school policing. School policing has 
been designed especially for larger school populations of Black students, schools with more 
students receiving free or reduced lunch, and a higher percentage of students previously 
suspended the year prior who returned to school (Finn & Servoss, 2014). These school policing 
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strategies make students feel like criminals as they attend class (Finn & Servoss, 2014). 
Additional security measures remove the community aspect of school and create spaces where 
students become criminals in the area they are meant to learn. 
 Out-of-school suspension has been found to increase the likelihood that a student will 
commit a crime; while OSS increases this likelihood across all demographics, it is most 
prevalent among African American males (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015; Heilbrun et al., 2015). 
Schools in high-crime neighborhoods also implement more security measures on their campus 
(Finn & Servoss, 2014). They also result in more students suspended, and fewer students 
enrolled in the school (Finn & Servoss, 2014). Youth crime doubles during the school day when 
OSS occurs, and 85% of juvenile arrests occur outside of school in a community setting (Cuellar 
& Markowitz, 2015). This finding suggests that schools may lack the necessary support for 
developing equitable discipline practices, resulting in disproportionate rates of the youth of color 
in the criminal justice system. While it is crucial for school leaders to create restorative practices 
for students to feel safe and respected at school, the school may simply lack the necessary 
resources to make necessary changes. 
 The findings above are consistent with the literature that students in poverty and students 
with previous behavioral suspensions are more likely to be suspended in the future (Blake et al., 
2017). An increase in policing measures on campus may harm students’ self-perceptions of the 
school and their peers, which may impact their negative behavior. There is a potential risk of this 
becoming a cycle where students feel threatened by a police presence, retaliate by acting out 
because of the hostile school climate, which then causes the administration to respond with an 
increase in security measures. Administrators are key actors in shaping their school 
communities’ ideology around disciplinary practices. 
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 Principals’ attitudes are crucial in determining the culture, climate, and mentality of 
punishment at schools (Heilbrun et al., 2015). Principals who endorse the zero-tolerance 
exclusionary punishment practice have both higher rates of expulsion and racial disparities 
between Black and White students at their schools (Heilbrun et al., 2015). Attitudes of high-level 
school administration may put an added sense of pressure on teachers to utilize the zero-
tolerance policy. Teachers may feel encouraged to use exclusionary policies to regain structure in 
their class if they perceive students as disruptive or disrespectful. This dynamic is particularly 
damaging to students in marginalized communities because when students miss class for 
behavioral reasons, teachers rarely — if ever — provide the necessary support to make up for the 
curriculum missed during the absence (Finn & Servoss, 2014). This can have many adverse 
effects on student success and academic motivation for students of color. Researchers should use 
the CRT framework to explore further why teachers throughout the U.S. feel more threatened by 
Black male students than any other student demographic (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015; Finn & 
Servoss, 2014; Heilbrun et al., 2015). Principals and other administrators can help teach 
educators the necessary protective factors to improve student behavior in the classroom. 
 There are several negative impacts that exclusionary punishment fosters. Exclusionary 
policies negatively impact the students’ feelings of connectedness to adults for both students of 
color and White peers (Anyon, Zhang, & Hazel, 2016). Reducing the level of connection to both 
the school and the administrators from the entire student population may increase negative 
student behavior at school. Without a supportive environment at the school, students may feel 
they have no choice but to misbehave because that is how they have already been categorized. 
This self-fulfilling prophecy becomes more salient to students when they think that they are 
being treated like criminals with harsh punishments for minor offenses (Blake et al., 2017).  
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 Overall, research shows that racial disparities within the educational punishment system 
have negative consequences for the students affected by the sanctions and the lack of 
connectedness to the school administration (Anyon et al., 2016). However, all students exposed 
to exclusionary discipline practices report feeling a lack of connection to the school and the 
administration. This includes both students receiving the sanction and the students not given 
disproportionate sanctions but who witness their peers receiving inequitable sanctions (Anyon et 
al., 2016). Higher rates of youth crime occur during school hours, suggesting that if students 
were allowed to remain on the school site, there would be a decrease in youth crime (Cuellar & 
Markowitz, 2015). Zero-tolerance policies have been misused to punish students with mandatory 
expulsions for minor non-criminal offenses, predominantly targeting Black students (Heilbrun et 
al., 2015). School systems have also implemented harsh security measures to police students 
while trying to learn (Finn & Servoss, 2014). Mandatory sanctions for students move the 
problem schools have with particular students out into the community, thereby causing students 
to face the same behavioral issues on the street as they do in the classroom. 
Exclusionary Discipline: Protective Factors and Consequences 
 There are unintended consequences when students are punished. Punishing students for 
minor infractions increases their desire to reestablish their authority or autonomy by escalating 
deviant behavior (Amemiya, Mortenson, & Wang, 2019; Bottiani, Bradshaw, & Mendelson, 
2017). Various protective factors decrease the likelihood of a student’s suspension risk, including 
student’s involvement in the school; building relationships with teachers; and individuation, 
where teachers personalize their interactions and relationships with students. These protective 
factors help to reduce implicit bias, which appears to be the primary factor in disproportionate 
punishment affecting the youth of color (Anderson & Ritter, 2017). Students with high levels of 
DISPARITY IN PUNISHMENT                12 
 
school attachment place more emphasis on a fair and safe learning environment than students 
with low levels of school attachment (Amemiya et al., 2019; Ispa-Landa, 2018). Punishing 
students who have higher levels of school attachment is more traumatic than for students with 
low attachment (Amemiya et al., 2019). There is no difference between the self-reports of school 
attachment in African American and White students (Amemiya et al., 2019). This self-report 
evidence highlights that school is equally important to both racial groups. For many students, 
minor sanctions are the first use of racism within school discipline practices between African 
American and White students (Amemiya et al., 2019). When teachers and administrators are 
more critical of African American students’ behavior than White students, all students view 
discipline as threatening (Amemiya et al., 2019; Ispa-Landa, 2018). If students do not feel 
supported by the school, the protective factors are diminished. 
 Adolescence marks significant cognitive, behavioral, and social changes for individuals 
(Amemiya et al., 2019). Schools need to provide the necessary cognitive, behavioral, and social 
support for students during this time (Bottiani et al., 2017; Ispa-Landa, 2018). Disproportionate 
use of OSS is problematic because it removes protective factors students have in the school 
setting, such as a sense of belonging and equity (Bottiani et al., 2017). These factors are 
protective during adolescence when social and emotional changes occur (Amemiya et al., 2019). 
These changes may negatively impact school behavior because students experience various 
emotions and have lower amounts of emotional regulation (Amemiya et al., 2019). Improper 
management of students’ needs also negatively impacts both schools and students by creating a 
negative climate (Skiba et al., 2014).  
 Adolescents feel a need to establish independence from authority figures; therefore, 
students may try to push the boundaries to experiment with independence (Amemiya et al., 
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2019). Adolescents are primarily drawn toward breaking subjective standards of conduct set by 
adults, such as disrespect, excessive noise, and loitering (Amemiya et al., 2019; Ispa-Landa, 
2018). The school system itself may also pressure students into rebellious behavior; high-
pressure standardized tests influence teachers’ likelihood of suspending students and giving 
referrals (Amemiya et al., 2019). Understanding adolescents’ specific developmental needs 
would allow better systems to be in place to support all students through this changing period. If 
schools allowed time for independence throughout the day through more individualized time, 
students might not feel drawn to rebellious activity. Individualized time would create a pocket of 
time to create a positive student-teacher relationship. 
 Referrals are an important turning point in the student-teacher relationship. Once a 
referral is given, they cause the student to view the student-teacher relationship as punitive and to 
view the teacher as no longer interested in restorative behavior management strategies. The 
student-teacher relationship is an integral part of the school climate; in the previous sections, 
students feeling policed at the school creates an unwelcoming environment and perpetuates 
misconduct (Amemiya et al., 2019; Finn & Servoss, 2014; Ispa-Landa, 2018). Relationship 
building is an essential aspect of reducing discipline bias through the individuating process of 
getting to know students as people (Ispa-Landa, 2018). Adverse racial climates at school, when 
students of color are targeted for their behavior at higher rates than White peers, have been 
shown to decrease Black students asking teachers for help (Bottiani et al., 2017). Black students 
not asking for additional support from teachers may result in lowered GPAs and worse life 
outcomes. Despite no difference in either self-reports of impulsivity or school misconduct, 
African American students received more suspensions (Amemiya et al., 2019). The 
disproportionate use of OSS on Black students negatively impacts student belonging (Bottiani et 
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al., 2017; Skiba et al., 2014). If punishment was not biased, student belonging might improve. 
The student-teacher relationship appears to be crucial because Bottiani et al. (2017) found that 
student body diversity at a school did not impact either Black or White students’ sense of 
belonging. Suppose the student body composition is not a significant factor in student belonging. 
In that case, it suggests it is the quality of relationships with the teachers that profoundly impact 
students. This is a critical protective factor that may help increase student outcomes. 
 Out-of-school suspensions predict criminal involvement and worse life outcomes 
(Amemiya et al., 2019; Bottiani et al., 2017; Latimore, Peguero, Popp, Shekarkhar, & Koo, 
2018; Skiba et al., 2014). When teachers’ use of punishment is perceived as biased, or racist 
patterns are identified by students, the teacher loses students’ respect (Amemiya et al., 2019). 
Research shows that White students are more likely to use drugs and alcohol than students of 
color, and Black students are no more likely than White students to engage in aggressive 
offenses at a school but are twice as likely to be suspended (Heilbrun et al., 2015). Students who 
have also been suspended experience declines in self-esteem and have higher drop-out rates than 
students who are not suspended (Latimore et al., 2018). Schools using biased OSS gives the 
message to Black students that they are not welcome in school and that White students are held 
to a different and lower standard of behavior (Bottiani et al., 2017; Ispa-Landa, 2018). 
Associated with the Black-White OSS gap is significant adjustment problems for Black students 
but no adjustment problems for White students (Bottiani et al., 2017). School is the first time 
students come into contact with organized authority figures, and bias in treatment will create 
lasting impacts on how students view authority. 
Similar to the criminal justice system, adolescents who view police as biased in the 
community are more likely to view authorities as illegitimate, which is a contributing factor to 
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the school-to-prison pipeline (Amemiya et al., 2019; Bottiani et al., 2017). When students view 
teachers’ authority at school as illegitimate, they also view community authority, such as police, 
as illegitimate; the use of sanctions may perpetuate a system of adolescent defiance in schools 
(Amemiya et al., 2019). Students’ socialization occurs primarily in school because of the 
formative time spent at school (Latimore et al., 2018). Believing that skin tone predetermines 
treatment by authority figures may be particularly damaging because it violates the sense of trust 
students’ have with administration. Being socialized to believe that adults are unfair in discipline 
undermines the authority of community standards. If students do not respect the group norms set 
by society, then they may be more likely to commit criminal activity without a sense of needing 
to abide by the agreed rules of the community. 
 Involvement in academic and extracurricular activities has been found to reduce the 
likelihood of misbehavior in school for both youths of color and White youth (Latimore et al., 
2018). Participating in a team sport and individual sport, newspaper, dance team, theater, and 
honor societies all decrease student misbehavior and the likelihood of school discipline 
(Latimore et al., 2018). As teachers develop stronger relationships with students outside of the 
classroom environment, racial bias is decreased (Ispa-Landa 2018; Skiba et al., 2014). This may 
be because as teachers get to know students, implicit bias is reduced, and they no longer see 
students of color as a threat. However, students may be less likely to want to become involved 
with after-school activities if they are unable to develop meaningful relationships while being at 
school. In multiple studies, students reported feeling that regardless of their actual behavior, 
because they had darker skin compared to their peers, they would be punished for their behavior 
(Latimore et al., 2018; Skiba et al., 2014). The damaged student-teacher relationship from biased 
punishment creates a lack of student involvement which decreases necessary protective factors. 
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Students with higher levels of attachment to their schools were found to be more involved 
with school activity because they place a higher value on the validation of their community 
(Amemiya et al., 2019; Latimore et al., 2018). It may be that when students feel that they are 
valued members of the community, they feel a stronger pull to accept the group norms of that 
community and therefore respect the rules of the community. It is possible that encouraging a 
student to become involved in an extracurricular activity shows the student that they are seen as a 
valued member by an authority figure so it matters to them more than they should remain in a 
favorable light to that person by following group norms. A teacher showing interest in an 
individual student may be the first time that the student has had someone show an interest in 
them as a person, and they may begin to see hope for the future. 
 To conclude, punishing students often make behavior worse because students feel the 
need to establish independence and autonomy when going through cognitive development in 
adolescence (Amemiya et al., 2019). When teachers create environments that are inclusive and 
value all students participating in extracurricular activities, the entire population feels safer and 
more secure within the school (Latimore et al., 2018). It is crucial to develop policies where 
students respect the authority of teachers and administrators at their schools because when 
students lose respect and trust for authority within the school setting, they also lose respect for 
community law enforcement which contributes to the school-to-prison pipeline (Bottiani et al., 
2017). 
Conclusions and Future Directions 
 There is a known racial gap within adolescent educational punishment. Primarily, Black 
students are recommended for OSS three times more than their White peers despite no evidence 
of Black and White students’ level of connectedness or likelihood to engage in aggressive 
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behavior (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; (Heilbrun et al., 2015). OSS became a more popular practice 
after schools implemented zero-tolerance policies for non-criminal offenses (Heilbrun et al., 
2015; Hughes et al., 2017). OSS is an exclusionary policy where students are removed from the 
school site for punishment, which has been associated with negative life outcomes (Cholewa et 
al., 2018). When students are removed from the school site, the rate of youth crime in the 
community is increased during school hours (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). ISS was introduced 
as an alternative to OSS so students could remain on the school site (Martinez et al., 2016). 
However, ISS is also used at a disproportionately higher rate against Black students (Cholewa et 
al., 2018). While the race is the most salient factor contributing to disparity within school 
punishment, gender and SES also intersect. Low SES students receiving free or reduced lunch at 
school had higher rates of suspension; however, low SES combined with dark skin significantly 
increased a student’s risk for suspension (DeMatthews, 2016). 
 Using biased discipline creates many consequences and impacts more than just the 
individual student receiving the punishment. When students are given an official written 
punishment as a referral or a suspension for a minor offense, the student-teacher relationship is 
damaged, the school climate is worsened and it sends the incorrect message to all students about 
who is welcome in the community (Anyon et al., 2016; Amemiya et al., 2019; Ispa-Landa, 2018; 
Skiba et al., 2014). Targeted students also feel a sense of disconnect from school administration 
(Anyon et al., 2016). Extracurricular activities have helped students feel more connected to the 
school and generally decreased the rates of misbehavior and rate of suspension in the school 
(Latimore et al., 2018). The implementation of increased security measures on campuses creates 
a sense of policing students in a learning environment, whereas involving students outside of 
class helps to lower discipline rates (Finn & Servoss, 2014; Latimore et al., 2018). 
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 There is still important research that needs to be done regarding this topic. It is important 
to discern the intersectionality between race, gender, SES, and punishment. While the majority 
of the literature finds Black boys to be the most targeted population, some scholars argue Black 
girls are statistically targeted at a higher rate (Morris & Perry, 2017). This is a crucial element to 
understanding the complexities of bias within punishment. Teachers have different expectations 
of behavior for males and females. If gender roles and gender expectations can be determined, 
the policy can be created for how to develop inclusive discipline strategies that care for both race 
and gender. Additionally, teacher training and improved school strategies can be created to 
dismantle institutional racism. Another area within the literature that requires more research is 
predictive factors of OSS. While some studies found that a student previously receiving ISS had 
a higher risk of receiving OSS the following school year, other studies found contradicting 
results. It is necessary to understand if a students’ previous behavioral record puts them at higher 
risk for receiving additional and harsher punishment at school. Understanding the various 
predictive factors of punishment is necessary to develop strategies to have students overcome the 
risk for OSS.  
 The research is clear regarding protective factors surrounding student success in school. 
Involving students in extracurricular activities and forming personal student-teacher relationships 
are critical in reducing the risk of punishment. Extracurricular programs need to continue to be 
funded and made available in lower SES communities to minimize crime rates. If students feel a 
sense of connection to the school and the community, their life outcomes are more successful 
than if they are not involved with the school. Training teachers at the school level in how to 
approach students of all backgrounds may improve student individuation and reduce implicit bias 
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in assigning subjective punishments for behaviors such as disrespect, loitering, or dress code 
violations. 
 In regards to practice, zero-tolerance policies need to be disbanded to create equitable 
school spaces. Zero-tolerance policies target minorities and do not take into consideration 
additional factors when assigning school punishment (DeMatthews, 2016). Contextual factors 
are crucial when designating punishment and are necessary to ensure equitable punishment. This 
policy harms the school, community, and individuals involved in receiving punishment. Take 
into account this hypothetical example if a child brings a plastic knife to school to share the cake 
with the class, that child should not receive a mandatory suspension for bringing a “knife” to 
school. The external factors of the situation provide necessary context which shows the child did 
not intend to harm anyone or intentionally bring a weapon to school. School districts should hire 
principals who are aware of the racism within the school system as well as the trauma that biased 
discipline can cause youth of color. CRT will provide the necessary framework for restorative 
actions when deciding school policy in the public-school system to dismantle the current biased 
practices. If used, CRT can shape the future American educational landscape by creating a 
learning environment where all can succeed regardless of SES, level of ability, gender, or race. 
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